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It wasn’t such a bad place, this place that was going to witness her sale to the highest bidder. It was clean. Its decor was quite elegant. The parlor she had first been shown to could have belonged in the home of any one of her family’s friends. It was an expensive house in one of the better sections of London. It was politely referred to as a House of Eros. It was a place of sin.

Kelsey Langton still couldn’t believe that she was there. Ever since she had walked in the door she had been sick to her stomach with fear and dread. Yet she had come here willingly. No one had carried her inside kicking and screaming.

What was so incredible was she hadn’t been forced to come here, she had agreed to—at least she had agreed that it was the only option available. Her family needed money—and a lot of it—to keep them from being thrown into the streets.

If only there had been more time to make plans. Even marriage to someone she didn’t know would have been preferable. But her Uncle Elliott was likely right. He had pointed out that no gentleman with the wherewithal to help would consider marriage in a matter of days, even if a special license could be obtained. Marriage was simply too permanent to be jumped into without careful consideration.

But this…well, gentlemen did frequently acquire new mistresses on the spur of the moment, knowing full well that those mistresses would be every bit as costly as a wife, if not more so. The great difference was that a mistress, though easy to acquire, could also be easily disposed of, without the lengthy legalities and subsequent scandal.

She was to be someone’s mistress. Not a wife. Not that Kelsey knew any gentlemen personally she could have married, at least none who could afford to settle Uncle Elliott’s debts. She had had several young beaux courting her in Kettering, where she had grown up, before The Tragedy, but the only one with a large income had married some distant cousin.

Everything had happened so swiftly. Last night she came down to the kitchen as she did each night before retiring, to heat a bit of milk to help her sleep. Sleep was something she’d had difficulty with ever since she and her sister Jean had come to live with their Aunt Elizabeth.

Her insomnia had nothing to do with living in a new house and town, nor with Aunt Elizabeth. Her aunt was a dear woman, their mother’s only sister, and she loved both her nieces as if they were her own daughters, had welcomed them with open arms and all the sympathy they had desperately needed after The Tragedy. No, it was the nightmares that disturbed Kelsey’s sleep, and the vivid recollections, and the ever-recurring thought that she could have prevented The Tragedy.

Aunt Elizabeth had suggested the warm milk all those months ago when she had finally noticed the dark smudges beneath Kelsey’s gray eyes and had gently prodded for the reason. And the milk did help—most nights. It had become a nightly ritual, and she usually disturbed no one, the kitchen being empty that time of night. Except last night…

Last night, Uncle Elliott had been there, sitting at one of the worktables, not with a late repast before him, but a single, rather large bottle of strong spirits. Kelsey had never seen him drink more than the one glass of wine Aunt Elizabeth allowed with dinner.

Elizabeth frowned on drinking, and so naturally didn’t keep strong spirits in her house. But wherever Elliott had obtained that bottle, he was more than halfway finished. And the effect it had had on him was quite appalling. He was crying. Quiet, silent sobs, with his head in his raised hands, tears dripping down onto the table, and his shoulders shaking pitifully. Kelsey had thought it was no wonder Elizabeth didn’t want strong drink in her house….

But it wasn’t the drink that was causing Elliott such distress, as she was to discover. No, he’d been sitting there, with his back to the door, assuming he wouldn’t be disturbed while he contemplated killing himself.

Kelsey had wondered several times since if he would have had the courage to actually go through with it if she had quietly left. He’d never struck her as being an overly brave man, just a gregarious, usually jovial one. And it was her presence, after all, that had presented him with a solution to his troubles, one that he might not have considered otherwise, one that she certainly would never have thought of.

And all she’d done was ask him, “Uncle Elliott, what’s wrong?”

He’d swung around to see her standing behind him in her high-necked nightgown and robe, carrying the lamp she always brought downstairs with her. For a moment he’d appeared shocked. But then his head had dropped back into his hands and he’d mumbled something she couldn’t quite make out, so she’d had to ask him to repeat himself.

He’d raised his head enough to say, “Go away, Kelsey, you shouldn’t see me like this.”

“It’s all right, really,” she’d told him gently. “But perhaps I should fetch Aunt Elizabeth?”

“No!” had come out with enough force to make her start, then more calmly, if still quite agitated, he added, “She doesn’t approve of my drinking…and…and she doesn’t know.”

“Doesn’t know that you drink?”

He didn’t answer immediately, but she had already assumed that was what he meant. The family had always known that he would go to extremes to keep Elizabeth from unpleasantness, apparently even those of his own making.

Elliott was a large man with blunt features and hair that had gone mostly gray now that he was approaching fifty. He’d never been very handsome, even when he was younger, but Elizabeth, the prettier of the two sisters, and still beautiful today at forty-two, had married him anyway. As far as Kelsey knew she loved him still.

They’d never had any children of their own in the twenty-four years of their marriage, and that was possibly why Elizabeth loved her nieces so dearly. Mama had mentioned once to Father that it was through no fault of their not trying, that it simply was not meant to be.

Of course, Kelsey shouldn’t have heard that. Mama hadn’t realized that she had been within earshot at the time. And Kelsey had overheard other things over the years, of how confounded Mama was as to why Elizabeth had married Elliott, who was frankly homely and had had no money to speak of, when she’d had so many other handsome, wealthy suitors to choose from instead. And besides, Elliott was in trade.

But that was Elizabeth’s business, and the fact that she’d always been a champion of the less fortunate might have had a great deal to do with her choice—or not. Mama had also been known to say that there was no accounting for love and its strange workings, that it wasn’t, nor ever would be, governed by logic or even one’s own will.

“Doesn’t know that we’re ruined.”

Kelsey blinked, so much time had passed since she had asked her question. And that wasn’t the answer she’d anticipated. In fact, she could barely give it credit. His drinking could hardly be cause for social ruin, when so many gentlemen—and ladies, for that matter—drank to excess at the many gatherings they frequented. So she’d decided to humor him.

“So you’ve created a bit of a scandal, have you?” Kelsey had chided.

“A scandal?” He’d seemed confused then. “Oh, yes, it will be, indeed it will. And Elizabeth will never forgive me when they take this house away.”

Kelsey had gasped, but once again, she’d drawn the wrong conclusion. “You’ve gambled it away?”

“Now, why would I do a fool thing like that? Think I want to end up like your father? Or perhaps I should have. At least then there would have been a slim chance for salvation, when now there is none.”

She’d been utterly confused herself by that point, not to mention thoroughly embarrassed. Her father’s past sins, with the accompanying reminder of what those sins had wrought, shamed her.

So with high color in her cheeks that he probably didn’t notice, she’d said, “I don’t understand, Uncle Elliott. Who, then, is going to take this house away? And why?”


He’d dropped his head back onto his hands again, unable to face her in his shame, and mumbled out the story. She’d had to lean close to catch most of what he was saying, suffering the fumes of sour whiskey to do so. And by the time he’d finished she’d been shocked into silence.

It was much, much worse than she’d thought, and it really was so reminiscent of her own parents’ tragedy, though they’d handled the situation quite differently. But in Elliott’s case, he hadn’t had the strength of character to accept a failure, buckle up, and go on from there.

When Kelsey and Jean had come to live with Aunt Elizabeth eight months before, Kelsey had been too much in mourning over the deaths of her parents to notice anything amiss. She hadn’t even thought to wonder why Uncle Elliott was home more often than not.

She supposed it wasn’t something they thought it necessary to tell their nieces, that Elliott had lost his job of twenty-two years and was so distraught that he hadn’t been able to hold another position for very long since. And yet they had continued to live as if nothing had changed. They’d even taken in two more mouths to feed when they could hardly afford to feed themselves.

Kelsey wondered if Aunt Elizabeth even knew the extent of their debt. Elliott had been living on credit, which was a standard practice for the gentry, but it was also standard to pay those creditors before they took matters to the courts. But with no money coming in, Elliott had already borrowed all he could from his friends to keep the creditors at bay. He had no one left to turn to. And the situation was out of control.

He was going to lose Aunt Elizabeth’s house, the house that had been in Kelsey’s family for generations. Aunt Elizabeth had inherited it, being the older sister. And the creditors were threatening to take it away. In three days’ time.

And that was why Elliott was drinking himself sick, hoping to find some courage in that bottle to end his own life, because he didn’t have the courage to face what was going to happen in the next few days. It was his duty to provide for them—for his wife, anyway—and he’d failed miserably.

Of course, killing himself wasn’t an option. She’d pointed out how much worse it would be for Elizabeth if she had to face eviction and a funeral as well. For Kelsey and Jean, well, they’d already faced one eviction. Yet they’d had somewhere to go that time. This time…Kelsey simply couldn’t let it happen. Her sister was her responsibility now. It was up to her to see to it that Jean was raised properly, with a proper roof over her head. And if that meant that she had to…

She wasn’t quite sure how it had come up, the selling of her. Elliott had first mentioned that he’d already thought of marrying her to the best offer, but he’d put off broaching the subject with her for so long that now it was too late for that, and he’d explained why it was too late, the need for serious deliberation for something that important that couldn’t be done in just a few days.

Perhaps it was the drink that had loosened his tongue, but he’d gone on to relate how the same thing had happened to a friend of his many years ago, how he’d lost everything, but his daughter had saved the family by selling herself to an old reprobate who prized virginity and had been willing to pay extremely well for it.

Then, in almost the same breath, he told of approaching one gentleman he knew fairly well to find out if he’d be interested in a young wife. The reply had been, “Won’t marry the gel, but I’m in need of a new mistress. Pay you a few pounds if she’d be willing…”

Which was how the talk of mistresses in relation to wives had arisen, how some rich lords would pay very handsomely for a fresh young mistress they could show off to their friends, especially a girl who hadn’t already made the rounds of those friends, and pay even more if she happened to be an innocent in the bargain.

He’d planted the seeds well, showing her the solution without actually asking her to sacrifice herself. She’d already been shocked by the talk of mistresses and heartsick over the situation and how it would affect them all, but mostly she’d been desperately worried about Jean, and how this could ruin her chances for a decent marriage one day.


Kelsey could find a job, possibly, but hardly one that would keep them much above the level of poverty, especially if she took on the responsibility of supporting them all. She couldn’t imagine Aunt Elizabeth working, and Elliott, well, he’d already proven pathetically that he couldn’t be depended on to hold a job anymore, not for very long.

It was visions of her young sister resorting to begging on the streets to help out that had prompted Kelsey to ask, albeit in a mortified whisper, “Do you know of some man who would be willing to—to pay enough if I—if I agreed to become his mistress?”

Elliott had looked so hopeful, and so damn relieved, even as he’d replied, “No, I don’t know a single one. But I know of a place in London that the rich lords frequent, a place where you can be presented to receive an excellent offer.”

She’d stood there, silent for a long while, still so hesitant about such a monumental decision and so sick to her stomach that this did, in fact, seem to be their only option. Elliott actually broke out in a sweat before she finally nodded her consent.

And then he’d tried to console her, as if anything could just then. “It won’t be so bad, Kelsey, really it won’t. A woman can make a great deal of money for herself this way if she’s smart, enough to become independent—even marry later, if she chooses.”

That wasn’t a bit true, and they both knew it. Her own chances for a good marriage would be gone forever. The stigma that would be hers when she went through with this would follow her for the rest of her days. She’d never be welcomed in polite society again. But that was her cross to bear. At least her sister would still have the future she deserved.

Still in a state of shock over what she’d agreed to, she’d suggested, “I will leave it to you to tell Aunt Elizabeth of this.”

“No! No, she mustn’t know. She’d never permit it. But I’m sure you will think of something reasonable to tell her to excuse your absence.”

She had to do this, too? When it was doubtful that she’d be able to think of anything other than the appalling truth of what she’d agreed to?

She’d been ready to finish off that bottle of spirits herself by the time she left him. But she had come up with a weak excuse to tell the others. She’d told Aunt Elizabeth that Anne, one of her friends from Kettering, had written that she was seriously ill, the doctors not offering much hope. Kelsey had to visit, of course, and give what comfort she could. And Uncle Elliott had offered to escort her.

Elizabeth hadn’t noticed anything amiss. Kelsey’s pallor could be credited to worry over her friend. And Jean, bless her, didn’t badger her with her usual hundreds of questions simply because she didn’t recognize the name of this particular friend. But, then, Jean had matured a great deal during the past year. A tragedy in the family had a way of interrupting childhood, sometimes permanently. Kelsey would almost have preferred the hundreds of questions from her twelve-year-old sister that used to test her patience. But Jean was still mourning.

And when Kelsey didn’t return home from the visit to Kettering? Well, she would have to worry about that later. Would she ever even see her sister or Aunt Elizabeth again? Did she dare, when they might discover the truth? She didn’t know. Right then, she only knew that nothing would ever be the same for her again.
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“Come on, dearie, it’s time.”

Kelsey stared at the tall, thin man standing in the open doorway. She’d been told to call him Lonny, the only name given when she was turned over to him yesterday. He was the owner of the house—the person about to sell her to the highest bidder.

There was nothing about him to suggest that he was a purveyor of vice and flesh. He dressed like any lord. He was pleasant-looking. He spoke in cultured tones—at least while Uncle Elliott had still been there. As soon as her uncle left, however, Lonny’s speech slipped occasionally into the not so refined, indicating his true background. Yet he’d continued to be kind.

He had explained to her, very carefully, that because such a large sum of money was going to be paid for her, she wouldn’t have the option of ending the arrangement as a normal mistress would. The gentleman who bought her would have to be guaranteed that he would be getting his money’s worth for as long as he wanted it.


She’d had to agree to that, which in her mind seemed just short of slavery. She’d have to stay with the man whether she liked him or not, whether he treated her well or not, until he no longer cared to support her.

“And if I don’t?” she’d dared to ask.

“Well, dearie, you really don’t want to find out what would happen in that case,” he’d told her, and in such a tone that she’d felt her very life threatened. But then he’d gone on to further explain, in a more chiding voice, as if she should know all this already, “The arrangements I make, I guarantee personally. I can’t have my reputation ruined on the whims of a girl who decides later that she doesn’t like the bargain she’s made. No one would participate in these sales if that were the case, now, would they?”

“You have many sales like this?”

“This will be the fourth one that I have held here, though the first from your background. Most of the gentry who find themselves in your predicament manage to marry their daughters off to rich husbands to settle their difficulties. A shame your uncle didn’t try to make a match for you. You don’t strike me as the mistress sort.”

She hadn’t known whether to be insulted or pleased by that, had said merely, “There wasn’t enough time to arrange a marriage, as my uncle told you.”

“Yes, but still, a pity. Now, shall we get you settled in for the night? You will be presented tomorrow night, after I’ve had time to send out the word to those gentlemen I feel might be interested. Hopefully, one of my girls will have something appropriate for you to wear for the presentation. A mistress must look like a mistress, if you get my meaning, not one’s sister.” And he’d given her a critical once-over. “While your ensemble might be lovely, dearie, it’s more appropriate for a garden tea. Unless you’ve brought something suitable…?”

She’d had to shake her head, actually embarrassed to be looking so…ladylike.

He’d sighed. “Well, we’ll find something, I’m sure,” he’d said as he led her out of the parlor and upstairs to a room she could use for the night.

Like the rest of the large house, the room was very tastefully furnished, and she’d politely remarked on that. “Very nice.”

“You were expecting something tawdry?” He’d smiled when her look said as much. “I cater to the ton, dearie, and have found they are much more willing to part with their money if they feel at home while doing it.” And then he’d laughed. “The lower classes can’t afford my prices, don’t even make it through the door.”

“I see,” she’d said, not that she did. Men would take their pleasures where they found them, and there were houses of ill repute all over London to prove that. This just happened to be one of the more expensive ones.

And before he left her, he’d stressed once more, “You do fully understand this arrangement you’ve agreed to and how it differs from a normal arrangement of this sort?”

“Yes.”

“And that you will receive nothing for it yourself, other than what presents your gentleman decides to give you during your time with him?” She’d nodded, but he still wanted it perfectly clear, continuing, “A minimum figure will be set, the amount your uncle requires, and that will go to him. Whatever is paid beyond that I will have a share in, for arranging the sale. But no amount at all will go to you.”

She did know that, and prayed a good deal more would be offered, at least enough to tide her family over until Elliott got a new job and stuck with it. Otherwise, she would have made this sacrifice for nothing more than a temporary postponement of disaster. But on their way to London, her uncle had sworn to her that he would get a job and keep it, no matter if it wasn’t up to his standards, that he would never find himself in such a ruinous predicament again.

What worried her, however, considering just how much Elliott owed, and what she finally asked Lonny, was “Do you really think anyone will pay that much?”

“Oh, yes,” he replied with complete confidence. “These rich nabobs have nothing else to spend their money on. Horses, women, and gambling are their major pursuits. I’m happy to supply two out of three, and any other vice they have a desire for, short of murder.”


“Any vice?”

He’d chuckled. “Dearie, you would be surprised what some of these lords—and ladies—request. Why, I’ve got one countess who comes here at least twice a month and pays me to supply her with a different lord each time who will whip her—carefully, of course—and treat her like a lowly slave. She wears a mask, so no one will recognize her. In fact, the gentlemen I send to her merely assume she’s just another one of my girls. Would be happy to supply the service myself, her being a looker like yourself, but that isn’t what she wants. What titillates her the most is that she knows each of them personally, but they don’t know it’s her, and she sees them all at the ton gatherings, dancing with them, playing cards across the table from them, knowing their dirty little secrets.”

Kelsey had gone red in the face, as well as being rendered speechless, after hearing that. That people actually did such things—and paid to do them and have them done. Never would she have conceived of such a thing!

Which was why Lonny said in disgust, “Gah, them blushes are well enough for now, but you better get used to such talk, girl. It’s going to be your job henceforth to supply the man who buys you with sex, however he wants it, you understand? A man will do things with his mistress that he won’t do with his wife. That’s what a mistress is bloody well for. I’ll be sending one of my girls by to explain that to you in more detail, since your uncle obviously didn’t see fit to.”

And he’d done just that, to Kelsey’s further mortification. A pretty young woman named May had come by in the night, bringing the gaudy gown that Kelsey was now wearing, and had spent several hours discussing the facts of sexual life with her. May had covered everything from how to avoid unwanted pregnancies to every way imaginable to pleasure a man, ways to incite them to lust, and ways to get what she wanted out of them. The last had probably been something Lonny hadn’t intended Kelsey to learn, but May had seemed to feel sorry for her, so had volunteered that information too.

It had certainly been nothing like the brief talk Kelsey had had with her mother more than a year before, when she’d turned seventeen, about love and marriage. Her mother had discussed lovemaking and babies in her forthright way, then went right on to an unrelated subject, as if they both weren’t embarrassed to their toes by the previous one.

May had left her with the parting advice, “Just remember, it’s likely a married man that will buy you, and the reason he wants a mistress in the first place is he gets no satisfaction from his wife. Hell, some of them ain’t never seen their wives naked, believe it or not. Anyone will tell you—well, anyone of my acquaintance will tell you—that a man likes looking at a naked woman. Just give him what he don’t get at home and he’ll adore you.”


And now it was time. Kelsey was nearly trembling with dread. Lonny had given her an approving look—a very approving look, actually—when he’d opened the door and seen her in the ruby-red gown with its deeply scooped neckline. That he felt she looked more appropriate for the occasion did nothing to bolster her courage.

Her future, for better or worse, was going to be decided that night by the man who would be willing to pay the most for her. He didn’t have to be to her liking, she understood that. May had made it clear that she might even despise him right from the beginning, if he were old or cruel. She could only hope that that wouldn’t be the case.

Lonny led her downstairs. He had to do a bit of tugging to get her to move when she heard just how crowded it was below simply from the level of noise, and worse, he didn’t take her to the parlor, where she could have met the gentlemen and conversed with them.

Instead, he escorted her into the rather large gambling den, whispering when she halted completely, “Most of these gents aren’t here to bid on you. They’re here to gamble or for other pleasures. But I have found that the more present, the more active the bidding from those seriously interested. The others, well, it gives them a rousing good show, which is very good for business, don’t you know.”

And before she knew what he meant to do, he’d hefted her up onto one of the tables, and warned in a hiss, “Stay there, and do your part to look enticing.”

Enticing, when she was paralyzed with fear and utter mortification? And because most of the men in the room weren’t there to bid on her, as he’d said, and so had no idea why she was standing up on that table, Lonny made a little announcement to enlighten them.

“A moment of your time, gentlemen, for a very unusual auction.”

The word auction had a way of gaining immediate attention, and this was no exception. Lonny had to wait only a few more seconds for the room to quiet down completely.

“For those of you pleased with your current ladyloves, please continue your gambling, this auction is not for you. But for those of you in the market for something new, I offer this vision of—blushing loveliness.” There were a number of snickers because Kelsey’s face had, in fact, turned nearly the color of her gown. “Not to sample, good sirs, but to call your own for however long you care to. And for such a privilege, bidding will begin at ten thousand pounds.”

The amount, quite naturally, caused an immediate uproar, raising the volume in the room much higher than it had been before Lonny’s startling announcement.

“Ain’t no female worth that much, even m’wife,” one man called out, generating laughter around him.

“Can you loan me ten thousand, Peters?”

“Made of gold, it is?” someone else sneered.


“Five hundred, and not a pound more” was called out in a drunken voice.

Those were just a few of the dozens of comments that Lonny wisely let run their course before he put an end to them by stressing again, “Because this little jewel will go to the highest bidder, the option will belong to her new protector of how long he wishes to keep her. A month, a year, indefinitely…the choice will be his, not hers. This will be stipulated in the bill of sale. So come now, gentlemen, who will be the lucky one to be the first…ever…to sample this luscious young morsel?”

Kelsey was too shocked to hear much of what was said after that. She had been told she would be “presented” to the gentlemen, misleading her into believing that she would meet them and have a chance to speak with each of them, and that then they would quietly make their offers, if they intended to bid, to Lonny.

Never had she imagined that the whole thing would be done so publicly. Good God, if she had known she was going to be auctioned, auctioned, to a room full of men, half of them foxed, would she have still agreed to this?

A voice broke through her horrified thoughts.

“I’ll meet the opening bid.”

Kelsey’s eyes moved to the sound of that tired voice to see an equally tired and ancient face. She had a feeling she was going to faint.
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“Still don’t know what we’re doing here,” Lord Percival Alden mumbled. “Angela’s place is just as nice, was just as close from the White’s dinner, and her girls are used to normal debauchery.”

Derek Malory chuckled and winked at his cousin Jeremy as they followed their friend into the foyer. “Is there such a thing as normal debauchery? Sounds like a contradiction in terms there, don’t it?”

Percy could say the most unusual things at times, but like Nicholas Eden, he’d been one of Derek’s closer friends since their school days, and so he could be forgiven his occasional lapses into denseness. Nick, now, rarely chummed about with them anymore, and certainly not to places like this, not since he’d got himself leg-shackled to Derek’s cousin Regina. Not that Derek wasn’t delighted to have Nick in the family, as it were, but he was of the firm opinion that marriage could wait till after thirty, and that was still five long years away for him.


His two youngest uncles, Tony and James, were the perfect examples of the wiseness of that opinion. They’d been two of London’s most notorious rakes in their day, had sowed their oats long and well, and hadn’t settled down to raise families until their mid-thirties. Having Jeremy, James’s illegitimate eighteen-year-old son, wasn’t considered raising a family early, since he was conceived without the sanctity of marriage—just like Derek was. Besides, in Jeremy’s case, Uncle James hadn’t even known of his existence until a few years before.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Jeremy remarked on the subject in all seriousness. “I can debauch as well as anyone, and I do it normally.”

“You know what I mean,” Percy replied, gazing warily about the foyer and up the stairs, as if he expected the devil himself to appear. “Some mighty queer chaps known to frequent this establishment.”

Derek raised a golden brow at that, scoffing, “I’ve been here a few times now, Percy, to gamble and to avail m’self of one of the rooms upstairs—and its occupant. Didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. And recognized most of the chaps here.”

“Didn’t say everyone who comes here is weird, old man. Gad, no. We’re here, aren’t we?”

Jeremy couldn’t resist. “You mean we’re not weird? Hells bells, I could’ve sworn—”

“Be quiet, scamp,” Derek cut in, succeeding, just barely, to hold back his laughter. “Our friend here appears to be quite serious.”

Percy nodded emphatically. “Indeed I am. They say any fetish or fantasy can be found here, no matter how bizarre one’s particular tastes run. And I believe it now, having seen Lord Ashford’s driver outside. Would be afraid a girl here would hand me some chains the minute I walk in her room,” and he shuddered.

The name Ashford brought an abrupt end to Derek’s humor, as well as Jeremy’s. They’d all three had a run-in with the fellow a few months before in one of the taverns down by the river, having been drawn by a woman’s terrified screams to one of the upstairs bedrooms.

“Isn’t that the fellow I beat senseless not so long ago?” Jeremy asked.

“Beg to differ, dear boy,” Percy replied. “It was Derek here who beat the lout senseless. Didn’t give either of us much of a chance at it, furious as he was. You did get a kick or two in after he was out for the count, though, as I recall. Come to think of it, so did I.”

“Glad to hear it.” Jeremy nodded. “Must have been foxed not to have remembered that.”

“You were. We all were. And a good thing, too, or we might have killed the bloody sod.”

“No more than he would have deserved,” Derek mumbled. “The man’s thoroughly demented. No other excuse for that kind of cruelty.”

“Oh, I agree, indeed I do,” Percy said, and then in a whisper, “I’ve even heard that without the blood, he can’t—well, you know…”

Trust Percy to lighten the mood. Derek actually burst out laughing. “Good God, man, we’re in the most notorious brothel in town. No need to quibble words here.”

Percy actually blushed before he grumbled, “Well, I still want to know what we’re doing here. The things they cater to in this house are simply not my cup of tea.”

“Mine either,” Derek agreed. “But as I said before, that isn’t all that goes on here. They may cater to the depraved, but the girls here can still appreciate a nice, normal tumble when that’s all that’s required of them. Besides, we’re here because Jeremy found out his little blonde Florence from Angela’s establishment has moved here, and I promised him an hour or so with her before we show up at that ball we’re due to make an appearance at later. Could have sworn I already mentioned that, Percy.”

“Don’t recall,” Percy said. “Not to say you didn’t, just don’t recall.”

But Jeremy was frowning now. “If this place is as bad as you say, don’t think I want my Florence working here.”

“So cart her back to Angela’s,” Derek suggested reasonably. “The chit will likely thank you for it. Couldn’t have known what she was getting into, even if she was promised more earnings here.”

Percy nodded once in agreement. “And do be quick about it, dear boy. Can’t say as I care to even play a few hands here while you find the gel. Not if Ashford is in the same bloody room.” Yet he walked over to glance into the gambling den while he said it. Then with a bit of excitement, “Oh, I say, now there’s a little bird I wouldn’t mind spending an hour or so with, even here. But looks like she ain’t available, more’s the pity—or maybe she is. No, she ain’t. Much too costly for my tastes.”

“Percy, what are you going on about?”

Percy glanced over his shoulder to say, “An auction taking place, by the sound of it. Don’t need no mistress at my age, when a few coins spread here and there does me just fine.”

Derek sighed. They obviously weren’t going to get an answer out of Percy that made any sense, but that was nothing new. Half the time Percy’s remarks were a major mystery. But Derek didn’t feel like trying to unravel them just now, when a few steps would let him see for himself what had set Percy off this time.

So he moved to stand beside his friend in the open doorway, as did Jeremy. And they both saw her right off, couldn’t help but see her, standing up on that table like she was. A pretty young thing—at least, she appeared to be. Hard to tell, all splotchy with blushes as she presently was. Nice figure, though. Very nice.

And now Percy’s remarks made sense. They heard the proprietor say, “Once again, gentlemen, this little jewel will make a splendid mistress. And so very easily trained to suit your own tastes, untouched as she is. Do I hear twenty-two thousand?”

Derek quietly snorted. Untouched? Coming from a place like this? Not bloody likely. But then, fools deep in their cups could be made to believe anything. The bidding, however, had obviously got out of hand, the current price absurd.

“Doesn’t appear we’ll find a friendly game of whist here, Percy, with that nonsense going on,” Derek said. “Take a look, no one’s paying any attention to the gambling.”

“Don’t blame ’em a’tall.” Percy grinned. “Rather watch the gel m’self.”

Derek sighed. “Jeremy, if you wouldn’t mind hurrying up with your business here, I’d as soon get to that ball early after all. Fetch the chit and we’ll drop her back at Angela’s on our way.”

“I want that one.”

Since Jeremy still had his eyes on the girl up on the table, Derek didn’t need to ask who. He said merely, “You can’t afford that one.”

“I could if you lent me the money.”

Percy started chuckling at that. Derek wasn’t a bit amused, was actually frowning. And his “No” was said in a tone that shouldn’t have been brooked. But Jeremy, that scamp, wasn’t easily daunted.

“Come on, Derek,” he cajoled. “You can cover a loan that big easily. I’ve heard about the large settlement Uncle Jason gave you when you finished your schooling. It included several income-producing estates. And what with Uncle Edward investing the bulk of it for you, hell’s bells, it’s likely three times as much by now—”

“More like six times as much, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to throw it away on lustful impulses, particularly when they aren’t even my lustful impulses. I’m not about to lend you that much blunt. Besides, a woman like that, lovely as she is, would have to be kept in high style. You, cousin, can’t afford that either.”

Jeremy grinned, unabashed. “Ah, but I’d keep her happy.”

“A mistress cares more about what’s in your pockets than what’s between them,” Percy put in helpfully, then immediately blushed again for having said it.

“They ain’t that mercenary,” Jeremy protested.

“Beg to differ—”

“How would you know? You’ve never had one.”

Derek rolled his eyes, cutting in, “There’s no need to argue here. The answer is and is going to remain no, so give over, Jeremy. Your father would have my head if I put you that deep in debt.”

“My father, better than yours, would understand.”

Jeremy had a point there. To hear the stories, James Malory had done things just as outlandish in his youth, whereas Derek’s father, being the Marquis of Haverston and the oldest of the four Malory brothers, had had to assume a responsible role at an early age. But that didn’t mean the roof wouldn’t still fall on their collective heads if Derek gave in to his cousin’s request.

So he said, “Perhaps he’d understand, though you’ll have to admit, Uncle James is much more conservative now that he’s married. And besides, it’s my father I’d be answering to. Furthermore, where the deuce would you keep a mistress, when you’re still in school and still living with your father when you’re home?”

Jeremy finally gave a look of disgust, self-directed. “Damn me, didn’t think of that.”

“Besides, a mistress can bloody well be as demanding as a wife,” Derek pointed out. “Tried one myself once, and didn’t care for the arrangement a’tall. You want to be tied down like that at your age?”

Jeremy now looked appalled. “Hell no!”

“Then be glad I’m not going to let you waste my money on a silly whim.”

“Oh, I am, indeed. Can’t thank you enough, cousin. Can’t imagine what I was thinking.”

“Twenty-three thousand” was called out, drawing their attention back to the gaming hall.

“Now there’s another reason to be glad you came to your senses, Jeremy,” Percy said with a chuckle. “Sounds like the bidding ain’t going to end.”

Derek wasn’t amused, had, in fact, stiffened upon hearing that bid, and not because the ridiculous price was still escalating. Bloody hell, he really wished he hadn’t recognized the voice behind that last bid.
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